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ABSTRACT 
This article examines two methods of using a student self-check sheet for formative assessment 
of discussion functions and communication skills in group discussion. The activity gave students 
opportunities to practice and build awareness, in addition to developing learner autonomy and 
responsibility, through self-assessment. This formative self-assessment was conducted in two 
ways. In Group One, students discussed with a peer which functions or communication skills 
they would like to try to use more often, while in Group Two, students individually wrote down 
their improvement goal, without discussing it with peers. Results of the students’ discussion 
tests were compared to see if there were any performance differences between the two groups. In 
addition, a survey was administered to determine student feelings about using the check sheets. 
Test results showed slightly more improvement of function use in Group Two. Survey results 
showed that both groups viewed the check sheets positively. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
A primary goal of the English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University is to increase 
students’ ability to hold group discussions in English, and one way to help achieve this aim is to 
make the classes learner-centered (Nunan, 1988; Tarone & Yule, 1989; Tudor, 1996). In pursuit 
of this goal, a student self-check sheet was created for students to assess their own performance. 
This self-check sheet was used by students to check how many times they used target discussion 
function phrases and communication skills in group discussions, and is described in detail in a 
previous article by this author (Ragsdale, 2012). See Appendix A for sample self-check sheets. 
 This type of self-assessment can be seen as an aid in developing learner autonomy 
(Benson & Voller, 1997; Benson, 2001), as well as being one kind of formative feedback. 
Formative feedback is feedback which can help students focus on what they need to improve, 
and is generally followed up with an opportunity to do so (Tuttle, 2012; Centre for Educational 
Research and Innovation, 2005; Lynch, 2004). After using the self-check sheets for one semester, 
it seemed relevant to test different methods of using the sheets for formative feedback. It was 
hypothesized that if students discussed their performance and goals with a peer between the first 
and second group discussions, this would help them to improve their performance more than if 
they just thought by themselves, because of the notion that students could reinforce each others’ 
goal setting and self-awareness by telling someone about it and getting feedback on their ideas. 
It was thought that this could lead to more conscious efforts to achieve their goals in the 
subsequent discussions. 
 To test this hypothesis, an action study was designed to help find out more about how 
students would do under two conditions: 1) discussing their performance and goals with a peer 
after completing the check sheet, or 2) writing their goal for improvement individually after 
completing the check sheet.  In addition, it was thought that a questionnaire could shed light on 
students’ perceptions of the usefulness of the self-check sheets in general and, more specifically, 
of the particular approach to formative self-assessment that they used in the classes. 
 The following guiding questions were proposed: 1) Is there a difference in performance 
on discussion tests between students who discuss their goals with a peer, as opposed to writing 
down their personal goal? 2) Do students view the self-checking process in general negatively or 
positively? 3) Is there any difference in views between the two groups described above?
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METHOD 
For this study, eight Level Three class were selected. Four classes were put into each group. 
Group One had 33 students and Group Two had 32. All of the students in these two groups used 
self-check sheets as described in Ragsdale, 2012 (see Appendix A). After marking down their 
own usage of functions and communication skills upon completion of the first group discussion 
of the class period, students then employed two different methods of reflection and goal-setting. 
In Group One, they discussed with a peer which functions or skills they would like to improve in 
the following discussion, while in Group Two, students wrote down their goal for function or 
communication skill use, but did not discuss it with their peers. Students used the check sheets 
and the respective follow-up activity described above over the course of the fourteen-week 
semester, each week from week three through week thirteen.  
 In order to compare the effectiveness of the two methods, student performance on 
discussion tests that were conducted three times in the semester (weeks five, nine and thirteen) 
was compared. In particular, the total number of instances of usage of function phrases and 
communication skills, as well as improvement from test to test, were compared. Total raw 
numbers were counted and divided by the number of students to generate the mean student 
scores for each group. 
In addition, a twenty question survey was administered at the end of the semester to 
gauge students’ attitudes about the self-assessment activity. Sixty out of the sixty-five students 
completed the questionnaire. Eight questions (Q4, Q6, Q8, Q9, Q10, Q16, Q19, and Q20) were 
analyzed for the purposes of this study (see Appendix B). These questions asked students for 
their views on the use of the check sheets in general, and in particular, focused on how they 
viewed the post-check formative assessment process (speaking with peers, or writing goals 
individually).  
 
RESULTS 
Upon examining the discussion test results for the two groups, it was found that there was an 
increase in the number of instances of function use from test to test for both groups. While the 
number of different functions being tested also increased in the three tests (two, four and six 
distinct functions, respectively), counting the total number of instances of function usage seemed 
a valid way to compare the two groups. See Table 1 for detailed results. In Group One, the total 
number of instances of function use was 304, 435, and 481 for Tests 1, 2 and 3. There were 33 
students taking each of these three tests, generating mean scores of 9.21, 13.18, and 14.57 uses 
per student in the three tests. Group Two had totals of 269, 350, and 440. The number of 
students taking the three tests in this group was 32, 31, and 30, giving means of 8.40, 11.29, and 
14.67 per student. The standard deviation for the two groups was similar for Test 1 and 3, but for 
Test 2, Group one had a higher standard deviation (see Table 1 below). Thus, the total number of 
function uses per student was higher in Group One, but on the other hand, the improvement from 
Test 1 to Test 3 was higher for Group Two, jumping by 2.89, then 3.38 for a total of 6.27 points 
improvement. This compared with increases of 3.97 and 1.39, for a total of 5.36 points per 
student in Group One.  
 With regard to the communication skills, the results were less clear. Three 
communication skills were looked at: Follow-up questions, Checking Understanding, and 
Agreeing/Disagreeing. First, looking at Follow-up questions, Group One results were 116, 174, 
and 127 total uses in Tests 1, 2, and 3. Mean scores per student were 3.52, 5.27, and 3.85. In 
Group Two, the totals were 141, 193, and 159 for means of 4.41, 6.23 and 5.30 per student. Next, 
looking at Checking Understanding, the means showed only slight change from test to test, with 
Group One averages being 6.61, 6.39, and 6.73. In Group Two, averages were 6.5, 5.77, and 
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5.90. The number of instances of using explicit agreeing or disagreeing phrases actually declined 
from Test 1 to Test 3 in both groups. Because the results for communication skill usage didn’t 
give much useful information for comparison in either group, standard deviations were not 
calculated. 
 
Table 1 
 
Results of the Discussion Tests for Group One and Group Two 
 
Group One (speaking with a peer about goals) 
Test n F(t) F(m) F(sd) FQ(t) FQ(m) CU(t) CU(m) A/D(t) A/D(m) 
DT1 33 304 9.21 2.10 116 3.52 218 6.61 89 2.7 
DT2 33 435 13.18 3.64 174 5.27 211 6.39 53 1.61 
DT3 33 481 14.57 3.98 127 3.85 222 6.73 59 1.79 
 
Group Two (writing goals individually) 
Test n F(t) F(m) F(sd) FQ(t) FQ(m) CU(t) CU(m) A/D(t) A/D(m) 
DT1 32 269 8.40 2.15 141 4.41 208 6.5 73 2.28 
DT2 31 350 11.29 2.73 193 6.23 179 5.77 29 0.94 
DT3 30 440 14.67 3.82 159 5.30 177 5.90 50 1.67 
DT=discussion test, n=number of students, F=function, FQ=follow-up questions, CU=checking understanding, 
A/D=agree/disagree, (t)=total number of usages, (m)=mean number of usages per student, (sd)=standard deviation 
 
 In addition, a survey was also conducted in the final class period of the semester which 
yielded interesting results about students’ views on the use of the self-check sheets and on the 
two methods used in Groups One and Two. Results from eight of the twenty questions are 
discussed here (see Table 2 below and Appendix B for details). First, Question 4 asked Group 
One if they felt that discussing their goals with peers helped them to use the functions or 
communication skills more in the discussions, and asked Group Two if writing their goal helped. 
On a scale from 1 to 4 (Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree), the mean score per 
student for Group One was 1.72 and for Group Two, 1.71. Question 9 asked students in Group 
One if they would like to write their goal down (which was the task done regularly by Group 
Two, but never in Group One). Students agreed that they would like to do so, with the mean 
score of 2.06. Conversely, the same question asked Group Two students if they would like to 
discuss their ideas with peers after doing the self-check, and their mean was 2.21. Question 6 
asked if students preferred to have the teacher tell them what they needed to do, rather than 
deciding by themselves. Both groups somewhat agreed with this statement, with scores of 2.34 
and 2.25. On the other hand, Question 16 asked students if they didn’t like self-checking and 
wanted the teacher to tell them what to do.  To this question, they disagreed with mean scores of 
3.13 in Group One and 3.07 in Group 2. Question 10, asking if they thought self-checking was 
better than teacher checking, yielded a near split between agreeing and disagreeing, with scores 
of 2.5 and 2.36 for Groups One and Two, respectively. Questions 8 and 19 asked students if they 
thought that self-checking helped them to find their strengths and weaknesses, respectively. Both 
groups agreed that it did, with scores of 1.97 and 1.72 for Group One and 1.86 and 1.64 for 
Group Two. Finally, Question 20 asked students if they would like to use the self-check sheets 
in their next semester’s English discussion class, and both groups strongly agreed, with mean 
scores of 1.69 and 1.64, respectively. 
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Table 2 
 
Student Responses to Questionnaire, Mean Scores 
Group Q4 Q6 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q16 Q19 Q20 
One 1.72 2.34 1.97 2.06 2.5 3.13 1.72 1.69 
Two 1.71 2.25 1.86 2.21 2.36 3.07 1.64 1.64 
See Appendix 2 for full text of questions, scored on a 4-point scale (1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=disagree, 4=strongly 
disagree). Group One: 32 of 33 students responded, Group Two: 28 of 32 students responded. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Looking at the results detailed above, several interesting things can be seen. Firstly, it appeared 
that Group Two (writing their goal after doing the self-check sheet) had slightly stronger results 
than Group One in their discussion test performance. In terms of function use, they showed a 
greater overall increase in instances of function use per student from Test 1 to Test 3 than did 
Group One, although Group One started with more function use on the first test than did Group 
Two. In addition, Group Two made greater improvements between Test 2 and 3 than did Group 
One. From these results, it could be argued that the method of writing down one’s personal goal 
for improvement was more successful than discussing the same question with a peer, in 
improving use of discussion functions, which was counter to my original hypothesis. When it 
comes to the communication skills, there is little that could be said conclusively. For Follow-up 
questions, both groups increased markedly from Test 1 to Test 2, and then dropped again from 
Test 2 to Test 3. However, the overall improvement was slightly higher for Group Two than for 
Group One. With regard to Checking Understanding and Agreeing / Disagreeing, both groups 
showed an overall decline in usage. Perhaps this resulted from the increased load of trying to use 
the function phrases in the test setting, or could be even a byproduct of increased listening skill 
and speaking fluency, resulting in quicker exchanges with less need for explicitly checking 
understanding or stating clearly wither they agreed or disagreed with each other. 
Next, examining the results of the survey, in general, the conclusions are similar for 
both groups, in that they both had positive reactions to the self-check sheets overall, as well as 
for the particular method of post-check formative assessment method employed by their group. 
In addition, while both groups were positive about self-checking, they also both indicated that 
they would like to have the teacher’s input and feedback as well, rather than relying only upon 
themselves. In addition, it was interesting that Group One agreed that they would like to write 
down their goal more strongly than Group Two thought they would like to discuss their goals 
with peers. However, this difference was quite small (2.06 vs. 2.21). 
So, with regard to the first guiding research question, it appeared that there was a 
difference in performance on discussion tests between the two groups, particularly with regard to 
increased function usage. It is difficult to say that if this was in direct response to the particular 
method used, as there are many possible explanations. Perhaps a future study could examine the 
relationship with greater detail and sophistication than the approach taken for this study. As for 
the second and third guiding questions, it is clear that the students viewed the self-check and 
particular approach to formative self-assessment positively, with little difference between the 
two groups. 
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CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, the check-sheets were well regarded by students in both groups overall, and both 
thought their particular method of determining goals for improvement (formative feedback 
through self-assessment) was also good. However, in terms of actual performance on the 
discussion tests, the group that wrote down their goals showed greater improvement in the 
number of instances of function usages from test to test, so it may be that this method was more 
effective than discussing their goals with peers. In terms of communication skills, no conclusion 
can be drawn, though Group Two did do slightly better with follow-up questions, as well. 
Finally, it seems that both groups showed some desire to also use the opposite method of goal 
setting, as well as a desire to receive teacher feedback. Bearing these factors in mind, perhaps 
the most effective approach would be to utilize all three – students first think and write down 
their goal, followed by discussion with a peer, and finally are offered some reinforcing teacher 
feedback. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Group One (Speaking with a peer) – Simplified Sample Self-Check Sheet (Lesson 5) 
 
Functions and Communication Skills Discussion 1 Discussion 2 
Giving Opinions    In my opinion, … 
                                 Personally speaking, I think… 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Asking for Opinions   What’s your opinion? 
                                      What do you think? 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Giving Reasons    It’s mainly because… 
                     One reason is… 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Asking for Reasons   Why…? 
                                     How come? 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
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                                     Can you tell me why? Yes  /  No Yes  /  No 
Follow-up Questions (What…? Why…? How…?  Do 
you…? Have you…? Can you…? Etc…) 0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Checking Understanding (Do you understand? / Could 
you repeat that? / How do I say…? / etc…) 0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Agreeing and Disagreeing (I couldn’t agree more. / I 
think so, too. / Really? I’m not sure I agree. / I see your 
point, but...) 
0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
 
Discuss with a partner:  Which phrases or communication skills do you want to use more often in Discussion 2? 
 
 
Group Two (Writing goal) – Simplified Sample Self-Check Sheet (Lesson 5) 
 
Functions and Communication Skills Discussion 1 Discussion 2 
Giving Opinions    In my opinion, … 
                                 Personally speaking, I think… 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Asking for Opinions   What’s your opinion? 
                                      What do you think? 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Giving Reasons    It’s mainly because… 
                     One reason is… 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Asking for Reasons   Why…? 
                                     How come? 
                                     Can you tell me why? 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Yes  /  No 
Follow-up Questions (What…? Why…? How…?  Do 
you…? Have you…? Can you…? Etc…) 0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Checking Understanding (Do you understand? / Could 
you repeat that? / How do I say…? / etc…) 0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Agreeing and Disagreeing (I couldn’t agree more. / I 
think so, too. / Really? I’m not sure I agree. / I see your 
point, but...) 
0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
 
Your goal: Please write which phrases or communication skills you want to use more often in Discussion 2: 
 
APPENDIX B 
 
Questionnaire questions 
 
Q4 – (Group One). Discussing with a classmate about which functions or communication skills I want to use 
more (after the first discussion) helped me to use the functions and communication skills more. 
Q4 – (Group Two). Writing down my “goal” (which functions or communication skills I want to use more) 
helped me to use the functions and communication skills more. 
Q6 – (Both groups). I wanted the teacher to tell me what I did well and what I should improve – NOT deciding 
by myself with the self-check sheets. 
Q8 – (Both groups). Doing the self-check sheets helped me find my own strengths. 
Q9 – (Group One). After doing the self-check sheet, I wanted to think by myself and write down my goal for 
which functions or communication skills I should use more. 
Q9 – (Group Two). After doing the self-check sheet, I wanted to talk with my classmates about which phrases or 
communication skills I needed to use more. 
Q10 – (Both groups). I think that doing self-checking is better than when the teacher checks and tells me what I 
should do. 
Q16 – (Both groups). I want the teacher to tell me what to do. I don’t like doing self-checking. 
Q19 – (Both groups). Using the self-check sheets helped me find my own weaknesses. 
Q20 – (Both groups). I would like to keep using self-check sheets in my next discussion class. 
